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be widely accepted, the reading-writinglearning connection in the content areas
appears to be in a more formative stage.
Several forces are at work to strengthen
this connection. The whole language
approach has had a positive impact by
its emphasis on a meaning-filled curriculum and the integration of the language
arts with each other and with the content areas. Programs to encourage writing across the curriculum are gaining
momentum in colleges and universities
as the mutual development of language
and thought in future citizens becomes
an increasingly desirable objective.
The main reason for incorporating
writing across the curriculum is that
writing serves as a catalyst for reading
and learning in content areas. Writing
about what one reads fosters understanding of the reading material. Sharing
writing provides the opportunity to be
understood, in other words, to demonstrate that understanding. Writing is one
way of showing that learning has occurred, as well as where learning has been
incomplete, incorrect, or misunderstood.
Writing translates thoughts to paper.

Two years ago I was asked to speak
at a local school district's Teacher
Inservice Day. The theme of the day was
"What's New in '92?" and speakers were
invited to choose any topic that would
reflect upon recent trends and developments in education. After considerable
thought I chose the topic, "Encouraging
Writing in All Classrooms," not only
because of its current popularity, but
also because of the opportunity to
address two questions which are frequently asked, particularly by content
area teachers:
1. How can I fit writing into an already
packed curriculum? The assumption is that writing necessarily takes
much time.
2. How does writing apply to my
content area? The assumption is
that writing necessarily involves
stories or "compositions" which, in
addition to requiring a great deal of
time, are unrelated to what is
taught in the content area.
Writing Across the Curriculum
The connection between reading and
writing has long been recognized. They
are both aspects of language: reading is
the receptive, and writing, the expressive form of language. Students who are
avid readers are more likely to be good
writers than those who read little.
Reading can provide the inspiration, the
thoughts, and the content for writing.
Writing can improve not only writing
ability but also reading ability and interest in reading.
While the reading-writing connection,
as it related to language arts, seems to
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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Encouraging Writing
in All Classrooms

Five Principles of Classroom Writing
There are five principles relating to
writing across the curriculum that are
valuable for teachers to keep in mind:
1. Writing can occur at all grade lev-

In kindergarten and first grade,
for example, writing may involve
pictures and letters, moving on to
words and word combinations as
language learning increases. The
suggestions which follow provide
examples for upper grade levels.
e/,s.
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2. Writing can occur in all content

teachers, and my own experiences in
elementary and secondary schools as
well as the college classroom.
Journals -Journals have gained
much recent popularity for use in elementary, high school, and even college
courses. Their use at the college level
has prompted some of our students to
say, "Not another course in which I have
to keep ajournal!" These same students
often return at the completion of a
course to exclaim, "I really learned a lot.
The journal forced me to put my
thoughts on paper. Now I have a written
record to use in the future."
Journals can take almost any form
which the teacher finds applicable to the
grade and subject area. They may be several sheets of paper folded in half vertically and stapled, separate sheets of
lined or unlined paper bound together,
spiral notebooks, or 3-ring binders with
looseleaf paper. One of my favorites is a
small 5" x 8" spiral notebook, which is
easy to carry around and distinctive
from other notebooks or papers students use.
Journals can be very general or specific in purpose. Story journals contain
stories a child has written, along with
illustrations. News journals may record
daily or weekly news events:
class/school news or local, state, and/or
national news. Free thought journals
permit students to pick their content
during a daily writing time. Focus journals have a specific purpose, or focus,
which the teacher prescribes or which
teacher and class can decide together.
The teacher may begin each day by saying, "Today I want you to focus on the
new type of math problem we did yesterday. Create an example and then solve
it, or exchange with a neighbor and
solve each other's" (see Figure 1).
The focus journal may also be developed in a collaborate effort by teacher
and class. Each week they discuss what
the focus of the journal should be. I did

areas. For example, in math, students may keep journals in which
new problems are tried or explanations are written out. In P.E., journals may list sports rules or diagram specific plays. In music, students may describe feelings or
events associated with a piece of
music or a musical event.
3. Writing can replace traditional
assignments. For example, in
social studies, students can write a
brief chapter summary, construct
and fill in a time line, or answer the
5 W questions: Who? What? Where?
When? Why/How? in relation to a
historical event. These types of
assignments can replace the traditional assignment, "Read the chapter and answer the questions at the
end."
4. Writing can occur daily for brief
periods of time. Some of the suggestions that follow involve 5-10
minutes a day and can become part
of a continuing process. For example, some teachers use a "Quick
Write," a brief written exercise at
the beginning of class to review the
previous day's learning and/or one
at the end of class to ascertain
understanding or provide closure to
a lesson.
5. Writing can occur in a variety of
farms. The traditional idea of equating writing with stories, compositions, or essays has given way to
numerous written forms, all of
which are valid and worthwhile
according to the purpose for which
they are intended.
Writing Ideas for Classroom Use
The following suggestions are gleaned
from many sources: reading textbooks
which we use at Calvin College in our
elementary and secondary reading
courses, suggestions from practicing
MI CHIGAN READIN G JO URNAL
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each chapter and asked them to incorporate the answers to those questions in
their responses. I encouraged them to go
beyond answering the questions to make
personal applications of how the information related to them. This type of log
can be called a Reader Response
Journal.
Learning logs can be guided by questions that range from general to specific:
"What did you learn today?"
"What did you learn about

Figure 1
Teacher: "Today I'd like us to think
about the math we learned
yesterday. Create an
example of the type of
problem we did, then
exchange with your neighbor,
and solve each other's."

this once in an elementary-middle
school reading course for future teachers. We treated the journal as if we were
using it with students in our future classrooms. Each Monday we brainstormed
suggestions for our daily writing. One
week our daily writing was about a story
from the news, as seen in the newspaper
or heard on television. Another week we
decided to write one good thing and one
bad thing that happened to us each day.
Still another week we decided to take
one color per day, to describe it, to say
how it made us feel, and to give examples of where we had observed that
color. The college students became very
excited about the infinite possibilities of
using a weekly class focus journal in
their classrooms (See Figure 2).

_____?"

"How did learning _ _ _ _ help
you with
?" (See Figure 3.)

Wha~:~:::~ learn today
about _ _ _ _ ?"
How did learning _ _ __
help you with _ _ _ _ ?"

Admit-Exit Slips - A clever and
popular idea to incorporate brief
amounts of writing into any classroom is
the use of admit and/or exit slips. While
the content may be similar to many
ideas listed above for journals, these
slips are simply pieces of paper or index
cards that can be used intermittently to
create some novelty and interest.
Upon entering a class or upon beginning a new content area, students are
given slips of paper on which they are
asked to write something related to previous learning. As above, the directions
can be very general, such as, "What did
you learn yesterday?" However, many
teachers, fearing the response may be,
"Nothing!", prefer to structure it. They
may ask, "What did you learn yesterday
about photosynthesis and why it is
important to human beings?" The completed slips "admit" one to the class. The
teacher may collect them read some
'
and invite class response.' Another possibility is to have students share responses
with each other. The objective is to

Figure 2

~
~

Teacher: "Let's brainstorm a list of
ideas for our daily writing
this week. We'll choose
one and keep the rest on
reserve ."

Learning Logs - A close cousin to
the journal is the Learning Log. Varying
descriptions of learning logs can be
found, but I use it primarily to assist,
review, reinforce, and maintain learning
of content in any subject area. Learning
logs can be used with in-class or out-ofclass reading assignments or with oral
presentations.
Learning logs can be structured and
specific, or a free response style can be
followed. I have used one in the reading
of a book students were assigned to do
on their own. I wrote a few questions for
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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review learning and make a connection
to new content rather than to test students' knowledge. However, student
responses do enable the teacher to see
what may have been unclear or misunderstood (see Figure 4).

Card 2 uses a very important and
often neglected skill, summarizing.
However, it requires instruction and
class experience before turning students
free to accomplish it individually. The
questions in card 1 can provide information from which to structure one type of
summary.
Card 3 represents three levels of
comprehension and is applicable to
many texts. Its very general nature may
require some thinking aloud by the
teacher and whole class to accomplish
this task before assigning it individually.
Card 4 uses a comparison-contrast
text structure which occurs in literature,
history, science, and math. Characters 1
and 2 can be replaced by historical
names, elements or compounds, or
mathematical figures. The structure is
the recognizable Venn diagram.
Card 5 provides an open outline
which should be done as a whole class.
The amount of structure, in other words,
the filled-in part, may be greater when
students begin outline work and gradually the teacher-provided words decrease
as students gain ease in using outlines.
Card 5 intends for students to fill in
information under A, B, and C, either
from reading or the teacher's oral presentation.
Card 6 requires a simple task that can
be adapted to many content areas, such
as recalling and writing sports rules or
steps in math problems.

Figure 4

iiiii
The exit slip functions in a similar
manner, but occurs at the end of class to
ascertain learning. The exit, as well as
the admit slip, can measure affective as
well as cognitive objectives. For example, an art teacher may ask students to
reflect upon how the works of two different artists make them feel. The exit
slip serves as a ticket by which to leave
the class. Again, they can be shared in
class or the teacher can use them as
information on which to begin the next
class (see Figure 4).
Specific Writing Assignments
Sets of cards with different instructions can be prepared and assigned
according to the information the teacher
wants students to obtain from a specific
reading assignment. Some of the cards,
or other specially designed ones, can be
used to focus listening during oral presentations. The teacher then hands out
the cards that are appropriate to the
assignment. Figure 5 shows six possible
cards that can be created, stored, and
used generically as they are applicable
to a particular learning experience. The
cards produce a purpose for reading and
a written task to accomplish during or
after reading.
Card 1 is appropriate for a story
episode in fiction or a historical event in
non-fiction. It is also appropriate for an
oral narrative presentation or current
events news article.
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Letters - Sent and Unsent
A common way to teach the format of
letter writing as well as to practice language usage and grammar is to have students write real letters to real people.
Elementary children are often asked to
write to grandparents, inviting them to
Grandparents' Day, or to authors, commenting on a book they read. High
school students may write for information to the embassy of a country they
have been studying or to government
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Figure 5
Specific Writing Assignments
Card 1

Card 2

Who?
What?
When?
Where?
Why/How?

Write a summary of the
passage in 3-5 sentences.

Card 4

Card 3

What did the author say?
What did the author
mean?
How can I apply this
information to what I
already know?

Character 1 Character 2

In each circle, list
differences between the
characters. In the
intersecting part, put
similarities between the
characters.

Card 5

Construct an outline,
filling in the details.

Card 6

I. The Civil War
A. Major Battles
B. Implications for the
North
C. Implications for the
South

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

List the rules of the
game (or steps of the
problem).
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Figure 6
Unsent Letter

Figure 7

Dialogue between General Lee
and General Grant

Date
Dear Mr. Beethoven,

General Lee-Well, you did it!

We have just finished listening
to your Ninth Symphony. I
wonder how you could
compose music, even though
you were deaf. Who helped
you? Or do you know so much
about music that you don't
need to hear it?

General Grant - It gives me
sorrow, nevertheless.
General Lee - My men were the
bravest fighting men alive,
and their loss weighs heavy
on my heart.

Sincerely,
Your Fan

General Grant - You are a
remarkable leader.
Etc.

heroes who play on competing teams. In
science, a dialogue could be between a
brilliant scientist and his neglected wife.
In history, they may create a dialogue
between Generals Lee and Grant (see
Figure 7). Such an activity makes
famous people real and allows students
to project their own feelings and interpretations into facts and events.
Dialogues can be written by student
pairs and read or acted out in front of
the class. A readers theater type of presentation with minimal props is an effective way to share dialogues.
Monologues - In contrast with dialogues, a monologue presents one person's point of view. It is often an oral
presentation by someone taking the part
of a famous figure. Students can study
about an author, a historical person, an
inventor, an artist, a musician, or an athlete, and create first-person accounts of
their lives and accomplishments. Writing
the monologue is an excellent way to
prepare for and organize what will be
presented orally. Presenters may dress
as the persons they represent and carry
items to represent their lives. An element of intrigue is added when creators
of monologues make the audience guess
whom they are by presenting the whole

officials during a course in U.S. government or history.
The use of unsent letters is a new
twist to this established practice.
Students are encouraged to write to
famous people who made important
contributions in a content area and are
now deceased: inventors, scientists,
musicians, artists, or athletes. The idea
is to express interest in the person's
accomplishments, ask questions, and
offer opinions (see Figure 6). The students are simply responding to reading
and learning. Often, the questions and
concerns raise areas for the class to do
further research and study. A guest
expert can be invited to address the
class and the students' letters provide
the guest with the students' concerns
and interests.
Dialogues - Creating a dialogue
between two or more characters, historical persons, inventors or researchers,
musicians, artists, or athletes is another
writing activity. For works of fiction this
is a way of adding to or interpreting
what the author has given us. For nonfiction it can be a way of creating a living scene, making expository text come
alive. For example, students may create
a dialogue between two major sports
MICHIGAN READING JO U RNAL
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areas. Writing must occur appropriately,
not as something added to an area of
study, but as a means of learning and
expressing what was learned. The eight
suggestions provided above can replace
more traditional assignments, but they
need to be chosen according to how
they fit in with learning objectives.
Students at all levels respond well to
learning experiences that are stimulating, offer variety, get students involved,
and provide opportunities for creativity.
Incorporating writing into all classrooms
fosters learning; it provides a means by
which students interact with content,
the teacher, and each other. The variety
of writing ideas in use today provide
teachers with the opportunity and the
challenge to encourage writing in all
classrooms.

Figure 8

Monologue of Amaroq, the
Wolf in Julie of the Wolves
I am Amaroq, a great,
black, fearsome wolf. I live
with my wife, Silver, and my
children. Our home is the
Arctic tundra, a vast expanse
of shimmering white.

monologue and saving the identification
to the end.
For a Young Author presentation I
once dressed as a wolf and gave two
monologues. I became the victimized
wolf from The True Story of the 3 Little
Pigs by John Scieszka and the brave
wolf, Amaroq, from Julie and the Wolves
by Jean Craighead George (see Figure

Arden Ruth Post is a professor of
education at Calvin College in Grand
Rapids. She specializes in K-12 reading and special education.

8).
As with the dialogue, the monologue
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